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Abstract
This study set out to determine whether the current EAP programme conducted at Universiti Malaysia Sabah introduces
students to a sufficient range of written academic genres (e.g. experiment write ups, test reports, reflective writing) for them to
be able to cope with the specific coursework demands of their undergraduate programmes. Focusing on the School of Science
& Technology, the researcher investigated 10 science programmes and their syllabus requirements to establish the suitability
of the writing formats and genres being currently taught in the EAP classroom.  Questionnaires were distributed to the co-
coordinators of each science subject programme. The study concludes that greater emphasis should be placed on science-
specific genre writing and suggests that previously too much importance has been placed on teaching the components and the
rhetorical moves associated with general academic essay types.
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1. Introduction
According to Gilbert (2012, p.2), the last thirty years has seen an increasing emphasis on setting ‘innovative,
authentic and diverse assignment tasks’ at universities, a trend which has resulted in an ‘increase in written
assignments types students are required to produce’.  Recognizing the fundamental importance of the student
familiarity with a range of assignment / text types, this study investigates the question of whether English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) courses at a Malaysian university adequately prepare students for the sorts of written 
assignments they will encounter during the course of their undergraduate programmes.
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1.1. The context of the study: academic writing courses at Universiti Malaysia Sabah 
 
     In its mission statement, The Centre for the Promotion of Knowledge and Language Learning (PPIB) at 
Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS) proclaims that it offers course, which not only ‘lead to the acquisition of 
knowledge and soft skills, but which are also ‘relevant to the students’ present needs’.  One of the most pressing 
needs is to improve the students’ proficiency in Academic English as the majority of lectures course books and 
materials are in English, and many lecturers require written assignments to be submitted in the same language. 
Consequently, PPIB offers a range of English language courses at the centre, which are taken as weekly electives 
and run concurrently with the undergraduates’ major programmes. Most classes contain students from across the 
disciplines. Less competent ESL students with Malaysian University Entrance Test (MUET) bands 1 and 2 are 
required to complete 4 levels of English language courses, while the majority of those with MUET bands 3 and 
above are only required to do one course of higher level English after completing 3 levels of another foreign 
language.  All courses run for one semester and comprise 14 weekly lessons of 3 hours duration. The necessity 
for students to assimilate language skills learnt at PPIB into their major programme assignments places them 
under considerable pressure, particularly as there is little time for consolidation of these skills due to the short 
duration of the English language courses. 
 
     The course, ‘Academic Reading and Writing’ purports to teach students the skills they need to become 
proficient academic writers. Students are taught the basic organization of the academic essay (Introduction-Body-
Conclusion-References), as well as paraphrasing, summarizing and referencing skills, and are introduced to 
various essay types, their structures and linguistic features. In addition to this emphasis on genre, a process 
approach is clearly discernible in the essay writing component of the course as students are encouraged to 
generate ideas, draft their essays and obtain peer feedback before revising their work. One lesson is devoted to 
each of the essay types (indicated in Table 1): sample essays are deconstructed and their organizational structures 
and linguistic features analysed. However, because of the limited duration of the course, students do not have the 
opportunity to produce an essay corresponding to every modeled text type. Instead, they are required to write one 
essay in stages, i.e. one section per week, on a topic of their choosing and related to their main course of study. 
While students are encouraged to adopt a position on an issue and to write a persuasive or argumentative essay, 
many prefer exposition and have to be coerced into attempting to attempt to engage one of the more difficult text 
types. 
 
                              Table 1 Essay types taught in Academic Reading and Writing course at UMS 
 
Essay types Communicative purpose 
expository to describe and / or explain events and ideas 
objective to investigate and report on an issue or topic without bias 
analytical to examine causes, reasons or factors that lead to a specific result   
persuasive to persuade readers to share an opinion on an issue 
argumentative to present an opinion and the arguments to support it;  
to acknowledge opposing opinions and invalidate them 
 
 
     The emphasis on teaching the academic essay begs the question: is the essay the predominant written genre at 
UMS? Currently, of the 17,143 students on campus, 6,858 (or 40%) are studying for science degrees (Academic 
Services Department, UMS). It could be argued that students would be better served if more science-related 
genres were taught at PPIB. An additional potential problem with teaching essay types is that they seem to be 
based on conventional discourse modes. The relationship of these discourse modes to the genres that are 
encountered in undergraduate programmes may not be apparent to many students.  Whereas science students are 
frequently asked to produce lab reports, it is unlikely that they are ever specifically asked to write an ‘analytical 
essay’. Consequently, they may be confused about when to utilise a particular essay type. Bearing in mind that 
‘Academic Reading and Writing’ is an elective and not a degree module, it is fair to say that motivation is an 
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issue for many students attending the course. This has resulted in students underperforming and learning little in 
the way of new language skills. For this situation to change it is imperative that the ‘Academic Reading and 
Writing’ course is seen to be maximally relevant to students’ current needs. One way of achieving this is by 
introducing them to the specific written genres that they will be required to replicate in their degree courses. 
      
1.2. Theoretical issues 
 
     The issue of teaching text types or genres prompts two fundamental questions: Should we teach them at all 
and if so, what exactly should we teach? The answers to these questions will vary according to approaches to the 
teaching of writing and views on the classification of text types. The process approach places emphasis on 
learning strategies which can be utilized to fulfill a wide range of writing needs. Through an exploratory process 
of planning, writing and reviewing, learners develop fluency and critical skills. From a genre approach, this is 
insufficient: what is lacking is the social dimension. Swales (1990, p.58) defines genre as ‘a class of 
communicative events, the members of which share some set of communicative purposes which are recognized 
by the expert members of the parent discourse community.’ These genres ‘include texts and practices (skills, 
strategies, conventions, ways of structuring, cultural understandings, ways of being), many of which can be 
identified and hence taught’ (Andrew & Romova, 2012. p.A-78). These communicative purposes are not 
explored in the process approach, which places less emphasis on knowledge of grammar and text structure 
(Badger & White, 2000, p.154) and which ‘fails to make plain what is to be learnt and minimizes the social 
authority of powerful text forms’ (Hyland, 2007, p.150). In contrast, genre-based teaching ‘offers students an 
explicit understanding of how target texts are structured and why they are written in the ways they are’ (Hyland, 
2007, p.151).  By studying genres, students develop an explicit understanding of the language forms that are will 
need when engaging with various discourse communities.  
 
     According to a genre-based approach, students must be taught the organizational framework and linguistic 
features of a particular text type before they can be expected to produce it. In this context, it is useful for 
practitioners to be able to define and classify the various text types. Herein lies a problem: there is no consensus 
about the distinction between genre and text-type or an agreed typology of text types. Biber (1988, cited in Lee, 
2001, p. 38) states that ‘genre categories are determined on the basis of external criteria’ such as audience, 
purpose and activity; conversely, text types are based on internal, linguistic criteria, such as lexis and grammar.  
However, the Expert Advisory Group on Language Engineering Standards or EAGLES report on text typology 
(1996, June) concluded that it was not yet possible to identify text types or any ‘internal criteria’, as ‘all corpora 
use external criteria to classify texts’. Paltridge (1996, p.239), citing agreement with Biber’s internal / external 
distinction, typically categorized the genres, Recipe and Formal Letter with the Text types, Procedure and 
Problem-Solution respectively.  
 
     As Lee (2001) states, Paltridge’s text types are more akin to ‘discourse / rhetorical structure types’ than 
internal linguistic features. Producing a corpus of text types that are ‘linguistically as well as situationally 
representative’ in Biber’s terms (1993, p.245) has not been considered achievable because the lack of discussion 
and agreement over the definition and classification of both internal criteria and text types (Lee, 2001, p.41). 
Categorizing text types solely by their internal language features seems highly problematic, because two texts of 
one type can diverge considerably in the language choices they use to discuss the same topic. In other words, 
writers have an enormous range of linguistic choices available to them and these choices are not presumed to be 
constrained by text type. In the light of these difficulties in distinguishing genre from text type it is perhaps not 
surprising that some linguists use the terms interchangeably. Although a consensus on these matters has yet to be 
reached, many linguists equate text type with the rhetorical categories of narrative, description, exposition and 
argumentation but there is much disagreement over which categories should be included (Trosburg, 1997).  
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     One field which has yielded promising results in terms of genre analysis is that of corpus linguistics. The 
compilation of large corpora of texts has assisted in the classification of written genres and the analysis of their 
linguistic features. Of particular significance here is the British Academic Written English (BAWE) corpus, a 
collection of 2761 samples of assessed written assignments from students at the universities of Warwick, Reading 
and Oxford-Brookes (Nesi et al, 2008). In addition to assembling the corpus, Nesi and her team ‘explored 
departmental and disciplinary environments’ and conducted interviews with the academic staff and students 
(Gardner & Nesi, 2008). Their aim was – 
 
-‘to identify broad genre families within the corpus that may be employed across a range of disciplines and levels of study, and 
which may be known by a variety of names, yet which share key structural components and a common pedagogical purpose’ 
                                                                                                                   (Gardner & Nesi, 2008).  
 
     The project identified 13 genre families covering a range of genres with similar social purpose and structural 
components, : Case Study, Critique, Design Specification, Empathy writing, Essay, Exercise, Explanation, 
Literature Review, Methodology Recount, Narrative Recount, Problem Question, Proposal and Research Report 
(Gardner & Nesi, 2008). Some genre families may correspond to one section of a text, rather than the complete 
text. For example, a design specification is normally part of a larger design proposal. From their analysis of the 
BAWE corpus, Nesi et al (2008) concluded unsurprisingly that the ‘essay’ was the most commonly occurring 
genre family, with ‘methodology  recounts’ (e.g. lab reports) and ‘critiques’ (e.g. project evaluation) also 
featuring highly. Nesi’s division of written assignment genres into families based on social purpose, components 
and genre network seems plausible. While it cannot be stated that all the assignment genres has been identified, 
in view of  the size and scope of their research (across 3 universities and involving 2896 texts and 627 
contributors), it is highly likely that the majority of relevant genres have been taken into account. Consequently, 
Nesi et al’s classification of genres would seem to be a good basis for the study of written assignments at UMS. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
     This need to teach the specific written genres that students encounter in their degree programmes was the 
impetus for this study. Obtaining and analyzing an inventory of the written genres assigned in each discipline was 
deemed a fundamental pre-requisite for teaching them. Due to limitations of time and resources a pilot study was 
conducted as a precursor to a much more ambitious survey involving all the staff and students at the university. 
The focus of the study was on assignments conducted in years 1-3 leading up to, but not including the final 
dissertation or thesis. Research was restricted to one faculty – The School of Science & Technology (SST) – a 
selection based on the hypothesis that students on science courses at UMS, unlike those studying the humanities, 
are seldom asked to write academic essays. Currently, 6,858 students (or 40% of the university population) are 
enrolled in science degrees; of these 2,275 are studying at SST (Academic Services Department, UMS). For the 
pilot study, the Deputy Dean for Academic Affairs, SST was asked to identify 10 lecturers using English as a 
medium of instruction – one for each of the 10 degree programmes offered at the School. The lecturers concerned 
were asked to complete a questionnaire providing the following information about each of their course modules: 
 
x Course name 
x Year / semester course taught 
x Type of written assignment e.g. case study, dissertation, essay, exercise, etc. 
x Typical assignment title 
x Required sections (if applicable) e.g. Introduction – Body – Conclusion – References 
x Word Limit (if applicable) 
x Percentage of total course marks 
 
     As a check, lecturers were asked to provide samples of each ‘type ‘of written assignment for verification 
purposes (‘Type’ was used instead of genre, because it was thought to be less confusing to the respondents). 
215 John Mark Storey /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  90 ( 2013 )  211 – 219 
Classification of the various genres was based on Nesi et al’s (2008) classification of 13 genre families described
in the previous section. In addition, respondents were asked to complete a questionnaire about the perceived
quality of assessed assignments in terms of overall content and language used. Respondents were also asked to
rate the level of students’ improvement between semesters 1-6, and select a syllabus option that would benefit
students most: English for General Academic Purposes, English for Specific Academic Purposes, or a 
combination of both. While these questions are highly subjective, they were designed to gauge lecturers’’
perceptions about the quality of the students’ written work, in terms of both academic content and language. The
final part of the survey involved an informal interview with the lecturers to resolve any anomalies arising from 
the questionnaires.
3. Results
Of the 13 genre families categorised by Nesi and her team (Nesi et al, 2008), 8 were represented in the survey
results (see Figure 1). The most populous of these was the Methodology Recount, accounting for 42 of the 62
(67.7%) of the written assignments identified in the survey. Within this family, the lab report was perhaps
unsurprisingly the genre that occurred most frequently, with 37 (88%) being recorded. The fact that more than 
2/3s of  the assignments were categorized as  reports of some kind suggests that one of the primary 
communicative purposes of SST courses is to familiarize students with ‘disciplinary procedures and scientific
methods, and additionally to record experimental findings’ (Nesi et al, 2008). The 5 assignments in the 
methodology recount genre family that were not classified as lab reports were variously referred to by the survey
respondents as a ‘report’, ‘scientific report’, a ‘project report’, a‘mini project report’ and a ‘practical class report’.
Of these, the first 4 could have been alternatively termed investigative reports and the last, a field report. This
highlights the fact that the range of possible terms for genres is considerable and reminds us that no consensus on
genre classification or terminology has yet been reached.
       
Fig. 1 Written assignment genres at SST
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     The remaining 7 genre families identified in the survey were not significantly represented. Of these, the 
Explanation family with 6 assignments (9.6%) was the most populated, with its members comprising essays, 
reviews or reports. While the inclusion of an essay in the Explanation family, rather than the Essay family, may 
seem illogical, it can be explained on the premise that simplified essays which are only designed to test 
knowledge of the subject being studied and ‘the ability to describe and /or assess its significance’ (Nesi et al, 
2008) should not be termed essays in the academic sense as they do not require the student to take a position on 
an issue or to construct an argument. 
  
     As anticipated, the Essay family was poorly represented in the survey with only 4 essays (6.4%) identified. 
However, the 3 assignments labeled essays by the respondents were not those designated as such by the 
researcher, who considered them to be either explanations or reports. Instead, the researcher chose to re-
categorise 3 reports and one review as essays, based on the samples provided. For example a ‘report’ from a 
module ‘Current issues in Marine Science’ was entitled “Finding Nemo: Boon or Bane to Marine Science?’ This 
clearly invites the student to take a position on the issue and consequently it was classified as an essay. In the 
case of the remaining assignments, the Exercise and Literature Survey families accounted for 3 (4.8%) each, 
while the Case Study (3.2%), Proposal (1.6%) and Design Specification (1.6%) were also represented. 
 
     The questionnaire designed to establish the lecturer’s perceptions of student performance and level of 
language improvement was generally inclusive. Perceptions of overall performance appeared to mirror the 
perceptions of language ability: those who stated that reviews were done worst of all also cited reviews as 
causing the most language problems. This finding is interesting in view of the fact that several lecturers stated 
that they did not penalise students’ for spelling or grammatical mistakes as long as the content meaning could be 
inferred. The linking of performance and language ability in this admittedly small census suggests that lecturers 
may be influenced by the standard of their students’ English more than they realise. Neither was any consensus 
reached on the rate of the students’ improvement between semesters 1-6: 20% cited significant improvement, 
50%, moderate improvement; 20%, little improvement; and 10%, no improvement. Such an outcome is perhaps 
unsurprising in view of the range of variables involved: students in one class differ considerably in language 
ability; courses differ in content, range and language demands; and lecturers do not always see students 
simultaneously from the first semester to the last. The only question which prompted almost unanimous 
agreement was that regarding the best tuition option for students: 90% of the respondents agreed that students 
needed to be taught a combination of basic strategies for writing any type/genre of academic essay and specific 
strategies for writing English for particular genres or disciplines e.g. English for Science. 
 
4. Discussion 
 
     Since essays accounted for less than 7% of the written assignments identified in the study, it can confidently 
stated that other genre families besides the Essay need to be taught to science students at UMS. While some 
evidence is found to support the teaching of the Explanation, Essay, Exercise, Literature Survey, Case Study, 
Proposal and Design Specification genre families, the findings proclaim the need to teach the Methodology 
Recount genre family and the lab report genre above all others; they also vindicate the teaching of the IMRD 
format as nearly 60% of the assignments displayed this organizational structure, or close variants of it. 
Fortunately, PPIB does offer an elective - English for Research Purposes (ERP) – which focuses on teaching 
students the organisational components and linguistic structures associated with research reports, specifically 
those with an IMRD format. Unfortunately however, ERP is only widely available to students with MUET bands 
3and above and is only taught in semesters 2 & 4. Clearly, ERP could be introduced to students earlier in their 
academic lives. Furthermore, the teaching of the most important genres should not necessarily be confined to one 
EAP course on the basis that consolidation of knowledge about genre forms and characteristics is often required. 
Of course, after surveying all the undergraduate programmes at UMS it may transpire that the academic essay is 
the genre most in demand for written assignments. Regardless of whether this is the case, as the hypothesis of this 
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study states, it is likely that we should at least be making student aware of the existence of other important 
genres.  
 
     With regard to the organization of the assignments, lab reports from the Methodology Recount genre all 
followed the Introduction-Methods –Results-Discussion (IMRD) format usually associated with research papers, 
whether this was explicitly stated by the respondents or had to be inferred from the sample texts. However, 
within each of the IMRD sections some variation was noted. For example, in one of the B.Sc. Conservation 
Biology courses the discussion section of the practical paper was comprised of a short answer exercise. 
According to the lecturer, this was an expediency to prevent the students writing long, incomprehensible tracts. 
The use of short answer exercises as prompts to encourage succinct answers and to provide a framework for 
students was also noted in the sample lab report from the B.Sc. in Industrial Chemistry programme: in this case, 
the Results section contained short answer questions and sub-heading prompts (i.e. Observation-Interpretation-
Balanced Equation). Furthermore, lab reports from the Aquaculture, Marine Science and Biotechnology degree 
programmes were also similarly simplified: materials were recorded in running lists separated by commas, while 
objectives and methods sections were written as a sequence of numbered statements.  
 
      The semi-structured and simplified nature of the sample lab reports examined further questions the legitimacy 
of concentrating solely on the academic essay in EAP syllabuses. Short answer exercises, numbered statements 
and simple lists seem to be preferred to extended paragraph writing at SST, an expediency presumably designed 
to make assignments easier for struggling L2 writers to complete – as well as easier for overburdened lecturers to 
assess. Consequently, the incorporation of shorter writing exercises would seem to be justified, at least for 
science students. A combination of both short and extended writing exercises may be the best option depending 
on further investigation of other fundamental aspects of science degree programmes, such as the requirements for 
the final year thesis. 
 
    Although the IMRD organization was also followed by other types of report and reviews, in 2 out of 5 
instances the Introduction-Body-Conclusion macrostructure was used. This finding aligns with the idea that 
investigative reports and reviews are more flexible in their organization than lab or experimental reports. 
Extensive research has been conducted on the issue on the organizational patterns or macrostructures of 
undergraduate assignments by Gardner & Holmes (2012): by utilizing the BAWE corpus they have been able to 
classify the macrostructures as simple, complex or compound, according to the relationship between sections. 
This research is beyond the scope of this study, but the data collected on this occasion could be used to 
investigate the issue of assignment macrostructures at a future date. 
 
   A key difficulty in this study, as to expected, was in classifying genres and attributing them to genre families.  
While lab reports were easy to identify because they generally adhere to the IMRD format, other genres seemed 
to be less rigid in their organization. In this research, 7 broad scientific ‘reports’ and 5 ‘reviews’ were re-
categorised by the researcher as members of other genres. These assignments were frequently organized around a 
more general Introduction-Body-Conclusion macrostructure. What this seems to indicate is that there is a lack of 
consensus about what constitutes a report and what constitutes a review.  The significance of this apparent 
confusion is unclear: one could argue that as long as the content of the student assignment meets course 
objectives and ensures anticipated learner outcomes, then the terms used to define the assignment genre are 
irrelevant.  
 
     This issue of genre classification and terminology resurfaced repeatedly: for example, what is deemed to be an 
essay by a lecturer might be termed a report by a researcher in linguistics. Uncertainty over the genre 
categorization led in some cases to uncertainty over lecturers’ requirements and expectations of students. At the 
commencement of the study, a good sample of each written assignment listed was requested. In some cases 
however, lecturers were unable to provide these and in others, the samples provided were flawed in some way 
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and were thus not truly representative of the genre. Resolving this issue would be best achieved through 
examining a larger corpus of above average assignments for each genre. In addition, researchers should engage in 
dialogue with syllabus designers and lecturers to ensure that they are familiar with course aims and expected 
learner outcomes and the relationship of these to the specific objectives of written assignments. With hindsight, 
greater emphasis could have been placed on these factors in the study. 
 
     The classification of essays was an area that gave particular cause for concern: according to Nesi, the social 
purpose of an essay is to ‘develop the ability to construct a coherent argument and develop critical thinking 
skills’ (Nesi et al, 2008). Some assignments bore all the characteristics of an essay (e.g. Introduction-Body–
Conclusion format and expository stance) yet did not exhibit any degree of criticality. In the B.Sc.Geology 
programme, for instance, one assignment example was entitled ‘The Geology of a Country in South East Asia’, 
which seemed to require no more than a description and simple explanation,  whereas another assignment in the 
same programme entitled ‘The Geo-tourism Potential of Kinabalu Park’ seemed to require the writer to adopt an 
argumentative stance. While both the preceding examples were designated as reports by the lecturer concerned, 
in the survey they were recorded as belonging to the Explanation and Essay genre families respectively. Despite 
these categorizations, the researcher had some misgivings about labeling an exposition with an Introduction-
Body-Conclusion macrostructure an explanation, rather than an essay. One solution to the problem might be to 
pinpoint the assignment objectives with the lecturer before jointly designating the appropriate genre.  
 
5. Conclusion 
 
     This study set out by asking whether we should teach additional written genres at PPIB, UMS. The answer to 
this question is that while 8 genre families were identified during the survey of assignments at SST, only one was 
used substantially at the School: the Methodology Recount. Within this family, the lab report was the dominant 
genre accounting for nearly 90% of the assignments. It is fortunate that this genre is introduced to students on the 
English for Research Purposes course, but it should arguably be the subject of greater focus as well as being 
introduced earlier in the syllabus. As predicted, undue emphasis seems to be placed on the teaching of the 
academic essay genre, but this must be tempered against the limited scope of the study. The study has raised 
some difficult questions about how to define a genre, specifically in relation to the essay: for example, is a genre 
defined primarily by it social purpose, components or macrostructure? Unless a consensus is reached on this issue 
it is difficult to countenance meaningful interdisciplinary dialogue between EAP and undergraduate degree 
syllabus designers. Answers to these questions can only be obtained through further investigation of written 
assignment genre families and genres, greater dialogue between syllabus / course designers, and possibly through 
the creation of a corpus of Malaysian Academic Written English. Close analysis of a corpus of final year theses 
alone, will inevitably lead to modifications to the EAP syllabus. In the meantime however, this study has drawn 
attention to the importance of motivating EAP students by focusing on their immediate, as well as long term 
needs. 
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